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NOTE TO READER 
This is a narrative exploration of three months I spent with the Martin 
Dancers of North, Hollywood, California in the summer of '98. It might fall under 
the categories of memoir, journalism, and/or anthropology but I write in the hopes 
that its anthropological aspects will inform and broaden the definitions of the first 
two. 
Even in this simple approach I ran into the problem of how to describe a 
dance on paper. I researched Labanotation, effort shapes, and modern dance 
terminology but no one of these approaches in particular presented a solution. The 
Anthropology of Dance offered this by way of explanation: 
No method is wholly adequate for the task of recording 
dance in the field as it is happening, except, perhaps, by very 
experienced notators. A person cannot record steps, spatial 
arrangements, number and sex of dancers, etc. on viewing a dance 
only one time in any of these notation systems. 1 
Instead of reducing the five dances I experienced and witnessed into a set of 
pre-established symbols and technical language, I choose to offer a combination of 
narrative, cartography, and notation. Experience dictated the style of each 
particular description. All tolled, I hope this will provide a sense of the shape of 
company, its effect on one young dancer, and adumbration of its relation to other 
dance forms. This is not a history of a particular dance form such as the Minuet or 
Hula or the institution of Modem Dance with the cerebral assertions and 
1 Royce, Anya Peterson. The Anthropology of Dance. (Indiana University Press; Bloomington, 1977)p. 51. 
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bibliographic splendor that might normally accompany such examinations. Enjoy 
the story. 
Thank You, 
Jennifer Foster 
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Six dancers are spread along a small dance floor with their right legs back in high 
attitude, upper bodies arched, and arms extended above their heads holding open 
fans in each hand. A voice asks from the back, "Is that on relevee? "It's the new 
girl. The head dancer drops her position and slowly turns her eyes to meet those of 
the new member and shakes her head in plainly apparent disapproval, disgust, and 
dismissal. "Yes," the choreographer answers from the audience, "let's try that." 
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INTRODUCTION 
It is the end of May at the beginning of the summer of '98. I have just 
made it home after a car accident driving cross-country from Boston to my parent's 
new apartment in Los Angeles. For me, there's only one thing to do when sitting 
alone in an empty apartment in a strange city, after the joys of cable television 
subside: open the phone book. Anisa' s Eastern Dance Studio down the street offers 
a modern dance class based on Limon once a week and another, farther away, 
offers Graham. On a whim, I call a third option, Martin Dancers. 
I hear the downstairs wardrobe slide open. I shout down the stairs, "Is 
North Hollywood okay?" I've been playing this game all week, guessing the hot 
spots in town by the names of businesses in the area, searching out places to go 
after ten o'clock at night without risk of physical harm. 
"Oh, that's a new artsy kind of district." My mother called up the 
stairs;" It used to be really run down but now ... " Someone has already picked up. 
''Martin Dancers?'' 
"Hello," I hear drums and what sounds like a schoolyard playground; 
"do you offer Modem classes?" 
"Yes," she answers, "Saturdays at 11 o'clock for ten dollars a class." 
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"Great." I wait a moment but the voice is not very forthcoming. I risk 
sounding pretentious. "What style do you teach?" 
"It's my own style I've developed." I realize that I've never heard this 
before. She continues, "What kind of dance have you done?" I go on about my 
background in ballet and Limon. "Hmmm," she murmured, sounding unconvinced, 
"we have a Limon dancer, lyrical, yes, that's nice. I like that lyrical dancing, too. 
Do you have kneepads?" 
"Kneepads?" No, I had never used kneepads for any activity, not in 
bicycling, nor roller-skating, nor Frisbee and I had never played soccer or field 
hockey formally. In fact, with the exception of skiing, I had never been attracted to 
activities requiring special equipment. 
need them." 
"If you don't have them that's fine but eventually you will probably 
"I will? 
"This is vigorous dancing. Do you like vigorous kinds of movement?" 
I answered yes automatically. I think of myself as a fairly vigorous 
person but now I was beginning to doubt that. I wondered what kind of dance was 
happening there that I would need kneepads but chose not to dwell. Had I hung up 
here, attended Saturday classes, and trolled along with the rest of my summer I 
would not be writing about Martin Dancers. 
The voice on the other end caught me as I was trying to wrap up. "Are 
you interested in performing?" 
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The magic word. There are many temptations I can forgo but I will 
throw a wrench in a perfect schedule, walk miles out of my way, and skip all my 
major meals for a shot at the limelight. "I'm just here for the summer," I tried not 
to gush, "but I'm always interested in performing." 
"Oh, well that's good to hear. Plan to be here all afternoon on 
Saturday and after class we'll audition you." 
Just like that. No bother with resumes, photographs, references, and 
contracts. I was to discover later on that the interview process at Martin Dancers is 
a highly personal one transpiring a countless series of classes which begins and 
ends in one question: "Can you take it?'' 
As I re-read the above section I feel a dilemma in writing this. I am 
giving away all the secrets. By setting down all the faces that were made to me on 
the sidelines, and the confidences which revealed the structure of the group, its 
history, and shape I am betraying these friends. What about the day when Marilyn 
Jr., seven years old, told Robin, a blond, blue-eyed member of the group, that she 
was ugly when this was usually a woman she loved? Moneesha offered me in 
explanation; "She's going through her racial problems." I believe several of the 
dancers approached Marilyn jr. later on because she didn't have another incident 
for the rest of the summer. I wonder what the approach entailed. This is added to 
my list of questions I didn't ask. Will these women feel spied upon or used? This 
paper is offered to them principally since they are its main influence, subject, and 
inspiration, as both an investigation and a tribute with notes of thanks. 
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FIRST DAY BLUES 
It is much simpler to construct a Universe than to explain how a 
man stands on his feet. 
- Paul V alery2 
During my first class with Martin Dancers I noticed myriad 
differences between this class format and those I had known growing up and at 
college in New York and Boston. There were, first of all, no mirrors, secondly, no 
formal introduction of a new member to the class, and, finally, a considerable array 
of cookies offered to the dancers to consume at their leisure. This last detail 
remains my favorite distinction between life at the Lankershim Arts Center and the 
world of dance and theatre beyond it. Angel, Marilyn's mother, who was present at 
every class, rehearsal, and performance, was in charge of the food table and has 
been known to bring fresh cookies, cakes, and her famous bread pudding along 
with fruit, graham crackers, cheese, and the ever-present, iridescent fruit punch. 
Dieting is actually discouraged as I found on the first day when 
Shirley crossed her arms and intoned, "I don't care about size or any of that. I'm 
looking for strong dancers." When I first heard her say this I was, admittedly, 
unimpressed. Most dance teachers will assert the precedence of skill over size 
whether or not they, in fact, cast their own students on physical merit alone. Later 
2 Copeland, Roger, Cohen, and Marshalled. What is Dance? Readings in theory and criticism. (Oxford University 
Press: New York, 1983)p.58. 
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in the summer, though, Shirley pointed to one of the slimmer dancers and 
commanded, "Don't lose any more weight, you know, because you won't be able 
to dance it. This is hard and you need all your strength." Zilah, the dancer under 
scrutiny, offered up the only response appropriate to an edict by Shirley: "Okay, I 
promise." 
Other appropriate responses: 
"No, I can do it." 
"Yes, I can do it." 
I learned this surprisingly quickly. Something of Shirley's manner 
required it and rendered all other responses superfluous. Perhaps physical 
placement in the room helped as well. (See diagram on p.ll) In occupying the 
front and center seat of the audience, she usurped the position usually occupied by 
the mirror. My own obsessive criticism of my dancing became irrelevant and the 
movement gained its own worth as felt from the inside out. Shirley, herself, sat 
with a straight back on the edge of a chair, her hair, this first day wound into an 
intricate head-cloth related to a turban only by association. Always a large 
presence, she wore multiple layers of blouses and skirts with the cuffs of her 
sweatpants often showing at the hems. With her sandals and ankle bells she looked 
regal and bohemian at the same time, as though she were going to Sunday church 
on Venice Beach. 
In that first class, no one spoke to me but Shirley as I soberly took a 
space on the dance floor to stretch and warm up. While the drummers set up, drank 
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coffee, and settled into their stools, Shirley began class. This was the formula. The 
first part of class was reserved for Shirley and the dancers, the drummers entering 
only after the mood, quality, and authority of the class had been established. The 
three live musicians, two drummers and guitarist were a surprise. It took me some 
time to adjust to the habit of gyrating toward them when we crossed the floor. But 
they never jeered or commented and, after some time, I felt perfectly comfortable 
thrusting my pelvis in their general direction. Only later, amongst dancers, would 
we casually speculate what they really thought about it. 
To start the class, Shirley used two sound blocks to the pace of our 
plies, releves, and lateral bends. With no reflective surface available and no 
demonstration to speak of, I had to watch the other dancers to see what kind of 
movement linked to Shirley's commands. She announced each exercise in rhythm: 
"Plie, flat-back, side-up, over, side-down, flat-back." We performed the class for 
her, the drummers, and whoever else might be milling around including Marilyn's 
three-year-old son and other student's children. I let her comments replace the 
IlliiTOf. 
Here, I ran into a problem. Every dancer had her individual idea and 
incarnation of the movement. No one showed me a thing. I made a guess as to who 
possessed the moves most fully and copied her unabashedly. I noticed after a 
month at the Lankershim Arts Center that other incoming students received 
instruction right away. Somehow, though I had not been introduced, the other 
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dancers knew that I was on trial and left me on my own to fly or fall. If you want 
it, you have to do it yourself. 
During our first break I limped over towards the vicinity of the water 
and oranges. Angel asked me, from her station by the kitchen, how I was holding 
up. She whispered it so as not to give me away. I couldn't have, at that moment, 
isolated one new muscular experience from the other so I bravely chirped, "Great." 
She looked surprised. 
Shirley found me moments later trying vainly to camouflage myself 
against the trays of peanut butter cookies. She launched into the history of the 
company, greatly abbreviated as I gradually discovered, and the nature of some of 
the dances in the company's repertoire. That day I was to watch "Pairs," and 
"Marc ado." 
"We incorporate all sorts of dance styles and genres, from Brazilian to 
Indian and Spanish. We even experiment with a Brazilian fight dance ... " 
"Capoeira ?" 
"Yes. You know it?'' 
"We saw it in my Afro-Brazilian class at school." 
"Show me some of what you know." So there, by the baked goods, I 
did a couple of jingas in a cramped and anomalous demonstration. 
"Huh. Okay. Well, we also do a piece based on the blues. Do you 
know the blues?'' I was speechless. Did I know the blues? I didn't think of this as 
something you could not know unless you were from Iceland, institutionalized at a 
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very young age, or hopelessly unaware. My silence must have given her the wrong 
message because she repeated, "Do you know what I mean by that, 'the blues?'" 
"Yes, yes, of course." I managed to spit out. I wondered, did I look 
that much like a suburban white girl? As she told me about the schedule of 
upcoming performances, I speculated what kind of a woman she saw in me. Martin 
Dancers consisted of mostly African and Latin American dancers and I wondered 
if they all considered me a close cousin of some fifties sitcom couple hiding out in 
the hills surrounding LA. Did she honestly think I had never heard of the blues? 
Thus sparked my determination to make them see that there was more 
to me than this pale, freckled, red-haired self. I geared up as I watched "Pairs," an 
abstract, modern piece filled with long holds and feats of dynamism such as splits 
held just three inches from the ground and front rolls executed with legs wide 
open. Shirley then turned to me. "Just show us something. Do what you do, like a 
demonstration." 
Do what I do? The past few months of my dancing I had been heavily 
engaged in African dance so this was what I delivered in great, heavy handfuls. I 
thought they would be cheering me on. I imagined this idyllic scenario as I took 
stage with all the other dancers not in the audience but spread around in a loose 
circle. They would see that I was different, studied in various dance forms, and 
open to all kinds of experience. They would know me immediately. In fact, they 
looked, confused, surprised, and even mildly horrified. I was to find out later that 
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everyone possessed fairly conservative movement backgrounds and expected me to 
jete my way into their hearts. 
Despite this enigmatic display, Shirley asked me to join them for the 
summer on the grounds of "presence." It is no wonder, after that strange 
exhibition, it took me a full month to become, in the eyes of the regular company 
members, a normal human; you know, someone with whom you can go to lunch 
and talk about dancewear. Towards the end summer, the very thought of it sent 
Terri into one of her racking fits of laughter. It's a test for any sense of humor, and 
pride for that matter, to see a woman on her knees banging the planks of the dance 
floor over the memory of your audition. 
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PHOTO ... 
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THE PRINCIPLE OF MAXIMUM EFFORT 
The values of Martin Dancers are clearly articulated in every dance, 
class, and rehearsal: showmanship, brawn, humility, and survival. At Boston 
University, my modem teacher calls out to me "Less effort!" She places her hands 
between my shoulder blades and smoothes down the scapula, "Release the upper 
body. Make it look easy, easy." Shirley Martin would never consider such a 
comment. 
Never, in the short months I spent in the studio in North Hollywood, 
did I witness Shirley simplify a dance to accommodate weakness on the part of the 
dancers. If you cannot manage a sequence then you practice until you acquire the 
agility or muscle necessary. Either that or you're not in the dance, and that is that. 
Even when I encountered those few rehearsals where every motion seemed 
scripted for my body, I was not safe. Simple sequences were often exchanged for 
their more sophisticated cousins the moment stasis appeared on the horizon. 
There we were, one leg lifted into a high attitude to the back, our arms 
raised straight above our heads holding, in our hands, open fans. I remember 
asking, "Is that on releve?" I wanted her to know that I cared about the accuracy of 
the movement much like an overeager kid their first day in school. Terry, the 
dancer who has been with Shirley longest so I'll call her the head dancer despite 
her protests, dropped her legs and arms and turned her head slowly to find me 
where I had scooted out of her peripheral vision. Her eyes narrowed and she 
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regarded me with a mixture of disapproval, disgust, and dismissal. "Yes," Shirley 
nodded, "let's try that." 
A few minutes later while Shirley was involved in a debate with the 
musicians, Terry approached me. "Don't give her any ideas. If you ask, she'll go 
for the harder version, which is nice, until I end up being the only person who can 
do it. We figure it out in the long run and if she doesn't like it, don't worry, she'll 
tell us." I must have looked wilted because she added, "I know you're new, but 
don't do that." 
In part because of these blunders, I dreaded the three to four hours of 
class and rehearsal every Saturday, Sunday morning and Tuesday evening. These 
movements seemed intrinsic to each dancer relative to my hobbling. I felt as 
though my awkwardness were a physical manifestation of my otherliness. My 
body betrayed me, gave me away. Not surprisingly, the more accustomed I became 
to the movement, the more at home I felt. "You're getting stronger," Shirley 
observed, cocking back her head and nodding in reserved approval. "Your body's 
changing." 
In early August I followed Terri in her ritual of cleaning her feet 
during break. She would take six or seven towels from the bathroom wet and soap 
three of them, wash her feet, and dry them with the remaining four dry towels. I 
think I might have been urged to partake in the ritual by the horror I saw on Terry's 
face upon seeing the soles of my own bare feet. As I scrubbed next to her, she 
leaned over my knee, looking over at my feet, scraped, blistered, and callused from 
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the wood floor, the way that people sometimes read over your shoulder, saying 
"Look at those feet, what a mess." 
I made an attempt at humor to deflect the truth of this statement, "I 
know, you'd think someone at home was beating my feet. Pretty ugly, I admit." 
"Oh, you should have seen me. My feet used to be a mess, all ripped 
up from dragging them all over the floor. Why do you think I wear shoes?" I was 
struck dumb. Terry usually cultivated the appearance to me of super-dancer. She 
gave the impression that she never got sore, never struggled with a step, and, after 
twelve years with Martin Dancers, did not know fatigue. I felt alone, sitting on my 
couch at home, in a bed of ice packs fashioned from plastic bags and washcloths. 
Apparently, I was not isolated in the difficulty of the technique. 
Inspired by the revelation, I confessed to Terry my wish for everyone 
to know I could tough this out from the beginning. After the first two weeks of 
rehearsal, Shirley sauntered over during a break to ask, "You weren't too sore were 
you?" I didn't hesitate to lie through my teeth, "Not too bad." In fact I was so sore 
that first week, I couldn't get out of my car without using both arms to pull myself 
out. The act of sitting into a chair required a Herculean effort. I managed to get to 
the beach one day but, once planted on its sands, could only manage to scuffle 
around like a crab. Terri threw the towels in the garbage and went into a few 
moments in total laughter. I say "total" because only on rare occasion do you meet 
someone whose laughter filters through every pore in her body nearly bringing her 
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to a state of possession. It was, however, the first time that the laughter included 
me and it felt like a wild and uncommon gift. 
Later in the summer, my friend Sarah, who is also a dancer, came to 
visit for a few weeks from Memphis. By that time, I had forgotten all the pain from 
those first two weeks and didn't think to warn her. During class I would glance 
over at her and she would mouth, "Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god," and touch 
her legs. The hurt doesn't snap like an injury or pull like a strain but wraps itself 
around and in between the muscles of your thigh like fiberglass. I thought she was 
going to spit her coffee at me the next morning. 
Everything at Martin Dancers involves the quadriceps. In class, you 
start with grand plies across the floor and once you reach the position and the 
whole of you strains to maintain it you hear the call to lift the ankles. Shirley then 
sends you into a series of lateral portebras while still in the grand plie. For those 
who might not be familiar with the terminology, imagine that you are standing in a 
line with two other dancers. You hear, "And one ... " and step out with your back 
upright, legs pressed together, and your feet turned out. You are then required to 
bend your legs, your knees moving in opposite directions, until your heels are off 
the floor and your are essentially in an open squat with a straight back. Now, lift 
your ankles to decrease the amount of surface area on which to balance. Bring your 
arms up over your head and, from this position; bend forward from the hips. Hold 
this for ten or more beats. Then, tilt your upper body to the left and reach out in 
that direction, the fingers spread and reaching. From this position, straighten the 
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legs slowly but do not set the heels back onto the floor. Once your lower body is 
straight and balanced on your toes, your upper body still reaching for the left, haul 
your body back into alignment, lower your heels to the floor, and repeat to the 
right. 
The training develops not specifically ease and grace, although these 
are valued, but dynamism. Sarah's greatest surprise, aside from the pain, was the 
sight of gum being passed from dancer to dancer before rehearsal. Both she and I 
remembered teachers along the way who would pass a garbage can through the 
class for all the girls to spit their gum into. Now there was Terri, crossing the floor 
with battements almost too fast to understand, chewing cinnamon-flavored Trident 
as though her life depended on it. Our faces were hardly ever easy with that 
smooth blissful expression cultivated in classical dance but were set, instead, in 
show of will, exertion, and determination. 
The importance of strength and personal will emphasized effort of 
survival. If you want to make it through the combination, the class, the interview, 
the final year, clamp down and hold your leg as high as possible for as long as you 
can imagine, or longer. We engaged in what Eugenio Barba, in The Paper Canoe, 
calls extra-daily body techniques based on the principle of maximum effort. Daily 
body techniques, based conversely on the principle of minimum effort, is the 
everyday, habitual use of the body such as walking sitting, lounging, reaching for 
the baking soda, etc., while extra-daily body techniques are usually employed in 
performance and do not respect the habitual conditioning of the body. 
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Each class, Shirley would devise some movement challenge to offer 
in a round. She would allow us to practice for a bit and then move from one dancer 
to the other saying, "You want to try it?'' I made the error once of believing that 
this question inferred that the exercise was optional. I declined peaceably and 
watched as everyone else experimented with how long and low they could stay in a 
hinge. After the last person finished everyone turned around to me. "You sure you 
don't want to try it?'' Terry added, "Don't worry, we'll only laugh for a minute." 
That did it. Laugh at nothing, lady, I can do a hinge, after all. 
One of the most interesting repercussions of this was not the surprise 
of pain but of weakness where I thought I was strong. Shirley would require that 
we hold our legs above ninety degrees for a certain period of time. This is always a 
struggle for me no matter how friendly the technique, but I discovered something 
new. I am programmed on an eight count. There I am, my leg hovering, shaking, 
somewhere in the vicinity of ninety degrees, and as soon as I heard the eight, my 
leg gave way in well-timed relief and started its descent. Then I heard the sharp 
call from Shirley, "NINE, TEN, ELEVEN ... " What? I had never heard of such a 
thing. Who goes to fourteen? And, as I grew accustomed to the counts and 
considered myself re-programmed, she'd stop at thirteen, eighteen, or even twenty. 
I received an implicit message from these irregularities besides the practical 
importance of strength and versatility: dancing is not a habit, it is a gift and, like 
life, it is unpredictable. 
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How I came to sing for Martin Dancers sprang directly from this spirit 
of challenge and dynamism. After a grueling class one Saturday, just before 
rehearsal, I looked up at Shirley from where I was stretching on the floor and said, 
without introduction or qualification, "If you ever need a singer, just let me know." 
She pulled her chin into her neck sharply and looked down at me playfully. 
"You sing?" 
"Mm-hmmm. Anytime you need someone, just let me know." 
So we're all stretching and chatting just before rehearsal and Shirley 
claps once. "All right, before we work today, Jennifer is going to sing us a couple 
of songs." I snapped to attention. 
"Now?" I whispered to her but she was already walking back to her 
seat. 
I walked onto the dance floor and looked out at the company while 
small surges of panic from the memory of my last solo performance - my odd 
audition- coursed through me. I wasn't nervous about Shirley. She seemed to have 
an organic liking for me despite my struggles with the feats of choreography she 
delivered to us weekly. I looked over at Terry. She sat in the seat behind Shirley, 
leaning back, arms crossed over chest, matching neon stretch-pants and tank top 
painting the picture of a challenge. "Go ahead," her body said, "impress me. I dare 
you." In spite of this I managed to croak, "Anything you would like to hear in 
particular?" 
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"Just give us a few styles." I swallowed and fidgeted for a moment. I 
could do that. I started with Brazilian chant for Yemaja to please Andre and 
Roosevelt who do a chant to Yemaja's husband, Shanghoh, for "Marcado." Then I 
offered some Purcell and Chinese Opera. Terry, not surprisingly, was unimpressed 
by the first two but undeniably taken with the Xiqu. The sharp, high, nasal vocal 
style, though not necessarily beautiful to Western-trained ears, is spectacular, 
certainly. When the Taiwanese member of the class asked from the back, "where 
did you learn to do that?" I was hired. 
For Shirley, however, I could have sat down after "Yemaja." She 
asked me to open "Marcado" with it and I became the resident singer for the rest of 
the summer. For the first time I stood up in front of a group of people who didn't 
know much about me and called myself a singer for whatever that might mean to 
them. Each Martin Dancer does this in her own way whether by knowledge of a 
certain kind of dance, language, or culture or special skill be it extraordinary 
flexibility, strength, or speed. 
Modern Dance, unlike other more defined classical forms, is well-
suited to pedestrian movement and a conversational atmosphere. However, Shirley 
directed her dancers toward the spectacular, the extra-daily voice and body. This 
decision made for exciting performances and also caused some impressive 
psychological repercussions. Out in my day to day life, sitting in traffic, arguing 
with a parent, or having my car battery charged I knew that I was capable of 
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sensational movement and song. I could look at my mechanic who I knew was 
irritated that I'd left my lights on all night again and smile. It just wasn't important. 
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STYLE AND TRANSLATION 
Is it really possible to teach a dance without words? 
Perhaps it is; but only, I would think, if one has used words 
beforehand to establish the routine, so that the learner knows what 
in the teacher's demonstration is to be copied, what is to be 
modified, what is to be avoided, where it to be understood, and 
where it is to end .... 
Language is a short-cut to the articulation of a skill, 
with generalization and explanation doing the work of endless sets 
of demonstrations .... The way the dance was verbally articulated 
in the first place must govern the way it is held in memory. The 
body's memory is a wonderful thing but I don't know whether it 
can cope with contingencies and I suppose a dancer's activity is 
controlled by a set of hierarchies of choice that are conceptually 
articulated no matter what. 3 
The pattern most prevalent in Shirley's dances was a series of strong 
actions, usually driven by the downbeat of the music followed by a hold and a 
combination then delivered quickly and fluidly. (Move- hold- move- hold-
move - hold - move - hold- move - hold- move - hold- move - move - move -
move.) The choreography clipped along more like a film with its series of 
individual frames than a ribbon or stream. This pattern, with its emphasis on holds, 
positions that state them in stillness for a moment and then burst into movement, 
lent itself to muscularity. other modem choreography will provide steady flow 
from one impulse to the next, legs, arms, and torsos, tossing easily through the 
music. Much of the dance I had done before the summer involved this energy of 
3 Measured Pace ..... 
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release and suspension. These dances were almost tidal in energy. When my family 
first saw Martin dancers perform, on the other hand, they had no idea where the 
next movement would take the dancer or the group. Instead of the dancers smiling 
blithely, their smooth brows saying, "let me show you," Martin Dancers hit the 
stage with an artful, "Shut up and watch." In rehearsals it seemed as though the 
impulse for the movement came not from the music but from the will of the 
dancer. Never did one dancer seem the agent of any other power but her own. 
When I first learned some of the combinations I was baffled as to how Terry, 
Moneesha, and Maria, would blow through what seemed to be new and seemingly 
impossible choreography with ease. They would correct one another good-
naturedly, most of the time, experiment and tease casually. Months later, Terry 
explained to me that each person occupied a different stage of the dance. Many of 
the combinations we were learning for the first time Terry had been performing for 
five or six years. Understandably, people would watch Terri, depending on her for 
cues and tempo. She sat down next to me on the floor while I was watching some 
of the other dancers and said, "They've got to learn to do this without me. I can't 
always be up there saving them, making them do it right." 
This role as technical and stylistic enforcer was Terry's most coveted. 
She required, as did Shirley, that we attack the dance with force and spirit and grit. 
This dedication often caused the temperatures of our relationships to rise. Excerpts 
from each rehearsal were reserved for altercations between Terri and the 
musicians, Terri and Shirley, Terri and another dancer, or, occasionally, Shirley 
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and a dancer. Because of this, I thought of Terry as the lead dancer but amended 
that later to call her the alpha dancer, consistently asserting and re-asserting her 
position in the group. She is one of the few women I have met who dances entirely 
without apology or excuse. 
During a break one Saturday I told Terry that I was writing about 
Martin Dancers. I admitted that, the night before, she was the subject of one 
section. She raised her eyebrows, "Yeah?" 
"Yep. I wrote about the importance of a leader in the group and the 
cooperation between you and Shirley." 
He looked back at me blankly, clearly non-plussed. "Shirley's the 
leader. This is all hers. I just dance." She then launched into a polemic on the 
importance of allegiance to Shirley and proper behavior in a dance class especially 
when you are new. She told me that when she takes a class for the first time, she 
hangs back, just observing until she understands the style. I could only think she 
was referring to my own actions when I first entered the group. Whether or not she 
behaves this way in other classes is beside the point, it was a dig at me, a reminder 
that no matter how well incorporated I became, she would always remember me as 
the new girl. 
My first Tuesday night rehearsal was liberating. Terry couldn't make 
it until later so I was free to talk to everyone and dance in the front and ask 
questions. I suffered o the week-ends from a crippling desire to impress Terri 
whether or not this was possible for a novice on an expert trail. That night Shirley 
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started us on a new piece and I could do it. It was dramatic and fun and I enjoyed 
figuring it out for myself. This was something to see from the beginning. 
By the time Terry arrived, I was feeling fairly confident, and, in all 
honesty, cocky. As we backtracked to show her the combination, she took center 
floor and experimented with the different parts and positions. At one point I joined 
in with the group loosely surrounding her, explaining a complicated section, and 
threw in my dime on foot positioning. Ice and frost and arctic mist drifted across 
the room. "I have been in this company for twelve years, okay, I know how to do 
this." 
I shrank away, defeated and looked over Shirley who winked at me, as 
I recall. Almost as if to tell me not to worry, it happens to everyone, just keep your 
mind to what you're doing and let Terry alone. I blushed for an hour. Not only was 
I ignorant of the fact that Terry had been with Shirley for twelve years but also that 
the company had even been around that long. I received the message that Terry 
was the personality, the leader who would take orders only from Shirley. I 
wondered later if it didn't irk her that Shirley had invited me to join so non 
chalantly without her permission or consultation. Occasionally, even Terry would 
overstep Shirley's bounds and Shirley would clap into defense mode. When any 
one of us for that matter exhibited doubt, she would drive in with a sharp line of 
questioning, "You don't like it? Too hard? Not your style? You can sit down if you 
don't want to dance it." 
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"No I like it." I would stutter, "It'd hard but. .. " I had difficulty 
explaining that I wasn't considering the dances in terms of like or dislike but do. 
How will I do this? I'll think about the aesthetics later but right now I have to 
manage to pull my body from this position on the floor to that leap in the air and 
neither land on my face nor flail with my arms and frighten Marylyn and Sara 
again. "You don't like it?" she would ask. Like it? I would say to myself, I can't 
see it, my head is under my leg, all I see is my achilles. 
Despite these interrogations, Shirley still seemed more a talented aunt 
than she did a director. She would always ask me how I was doing and what I 
thought and vocally noted every improvement. Terry, conversely, with her sweat, 
effort, imposing muscularity and thin patience filled my ideals of an autocratic 
authoritarian. As I began to evolve as a member of the group, however, I saw 
Shirley's demands, her anger at imperfections in the dancing, and her push and pull 
relationship to the more established members of the group. Often times the two 
seemed more like a translator and a poet than dancer and choreographer. Shirley, 
from her seat at the edge of the dance floor would dictate a series of movements, 
sometimes gesturing with her arms from her seat. Terry would then interpret these 
suggestions through her body and we would guess the rest. 
Shirley kept herself rare. The few times in the summer when she stood 
up to demonstrate everyone stepped back as if for a celebrity and then hooted and 
called out as she showed us the meaning of style. We would talk about it later 
wondering what kind of a dancer Shirley was and speculating how incredible she 
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must have been. When she sat down after demonstrating one of the dancers stood 
with her hand on her hip and said, as if she were Shirley, "And that's the way the 
dance is done." 
I often see formal dance concerts in college and wonder how many of 
the dancers would rather be in class, exercising this particular skill and this set of 
movements to the approval and understanding of their own reflections. Everything 
I thought of myself as a performer in those four hours of class and rehearsal was 
filtered through Shirley, Terri, Maria, Moneesha, and Robin. "Am I doing this 
right?" I would ask from the given position. Dancers and sometimes their mothers 
and sisters would gather around. 
"Bend your leg closer to the ground, now relax your neck." One 
person would make a make-shift mirror of themselves, "You're doing this." A 
shoulder would release, a knee deepens into position, and "It's this." At no point 
did combinations evolve without an audience. There was, literally, no other way to 
tell if the dance was working. The situation eliminated those who might be too shy 
and timid to take the rehearsed dancing to the public. Performance meant simply to 
widen the audience and wear costumes. The presence of strangers would serve to 
formalize the event; to clarify it and give it shape but it would not change the 
nature of what we were doing. Without a mirror the dancing was less self-absorbed 
and, since we had translated it for each other time and again, we could deliver the 
translation to the audience with very little lost of the original. 
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IN PERFORMANCE 
On approaching our first performance in mid-June, I was nervous that 
everything that made our rehearsals so unusual and enjoyable, the call and 
response, the constant motor of Shirley's vocal encouragement and criticism, the 
joking and cawing of the off-stage cast, would be lost. I harbored the image that 
the performance rules would formalize and suppress the bravura and attitude of the 
everyday dancing. I couldn't have been further from the truth. 
The day of the performance, the spirit of P.T. Barnum brushed into 
our lives. There were costumes I had never seen nor heard tell of, make-up, and 
lunch and arguments the history to which I was not privy. We were exhausted. All 
week Shirley had been delivering strange ultimatums I'd never imagined from her. 
The day before she stood up and announced, "If you don't want to do this dance, 
you don't have to. We'll just do 'Pairs' and not worry about it." I took a moment to 
brood. She's canceling it the day before the performance? 
"I want to do this, let's just keep running it." Terri jumped is and 
glared at us. Everyone chimed in with her and Shirley shrugged and sat down. 
Later on Terry told me, "She just wants to know if you want it. She doesn't want 
anybody up there who doesn't want to do it. Shirley, in the past, would look at a 
dancer and say, "You're tired? You can sit down. C'mon, sit down, you don't have 
to do this." We were in a test and knew it. Everyone broke out the game face. Hide 
the exhaustion, push through, secure the dance. 
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One my favorite aspects of class brought me through. As each dancer 
crossed the floor, one or two or all of us would chime a well timed "Ho," usually 
on the upbeat. We clapped for one another and talked and laughed at any and all 
opportunities. Now, here we were at performance time and, I thought, all that 
would be gone. I wouldn't be able to watch and cheer and make noises. What was, 
for me, an essential pleasure of Martin Dancers would be put on hold for the sake 
of the performance. 
After lunch, our bags of costumes and props in arm we marched up 
the street in an eclectic procession. We walked through the fair, past families, and 
women who had danced with Shirley in times past and wandered all the way to the 
stage at the end of the fair. As the group before us sang Gospel, we waited in a tent 
behind the stage and assembled our travel set. The space itself was strikingly small 
and set about three feet from the ground. Both the performers and audience were 
set up under a tent, white canvas loosely hung on its poles. 
The Gospel set went on so long that Shirley stood by the side of the 
stage and pulled her lips together until they knew it was time to say goodbye and 
pack up. I don't know if she actually did this but it would be consistent with my 
image of her. What I do know is that Shirley left the dressing tent to clear the stage 
and it was cleared. 
"Pairs" went up first so I was sent out into the audience to sit with 
Moneesha's family to watch the show. The format surprised me. Andre, Roosevelt, 
and Mike would play a song or two and then we'd dance and they would play 
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another song. I hadn't realized until that performance why we were blessed with 
live music at every class and rehearsal. This symbiosis allowed the dancers to use 
the music and the musicians to use the performance opportunity afforded by the 
dancers. 
"Pairs" began with its series of shapes and holds and abstract 
combinations, two women replacing two others at every entrance. But neither 
Shirley nor the performers changed their nature. They didn't have to. The entire 
scene from the Lankershim Art Center was transferred up the block as though in 
quotation. Our calls and applause were perfectly suited to the fairgrounds and I 
realized that, had I considered the nature of the company more carefully, I 
wouldn't have worried at all. The nature of Martin dancers was performative in 
and of itself and so adding more people to watch just seemed like a natural and 
easy progressiOn. 
"Marcado" arrived and I sang my bit as a call to the other dancers and made 
my exit. While I was standing in costume on the side of the stage calling out to the 
dancers at something particularly eye-catching, one of the younger Sunday-
morning students elbowed me, asking, "When do you go on again, aren't you 
going?" I had to shake my head and say, "Nope, that's it, I'm done." There I was, 
in costume, a member but still a stranger, a singer amongst dancers. 
Shirley's mood shifted dramatically after the performance. She was the 
perfect hostess. All the anxiety and shortness from the week-end healed and she 
milled around the audience accepting praise and congratulating the dancers. In the 
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few times I performed with her she always went through those miserable weeks of 
challenge and doubt followed by a period of renewed faith and support. The fair 
had record crowds, the weather was perfect, and the performance was well-
received. I thought to myself, "What was she so worried about. This was easy." 
Our second performance, however, fell far short of this ideal. We were 
giving a show of "Marcado" for a grade school audience at one o'clock. That 
morning I picked up another dancer who lived near me in Sherman Oaks and 
arrived at the Arts Center early. Shortly thereafter, Marilyn and her daughters 
drove up and we stood out on the street negotiating who would sit where and how 
to get there and did everyone have their costumes etc ... 
We finally piled into the car and took off with Zilah and Diane in tow to 
negotiate the freeway system with a certain amount of hilarity and assertiveness. 
The pre-fix "free" might suggest a certain ease and convenience, however, the 
freeway is the most convoluted collection of high-speed roadway ever conceived. I 
found it encouraging, I must admit, to see even native Californians arguing over 
which exit to take, which road had more traffic, and which exit might be closer to 
the school. We all had a rare moment of respect for the institution of the car phone 
when we inevitably got lost. I have never been so relieved to see a man carrying 
heavy drums through a parking lot. I wonder what Andre thought as we drove 
towards him, six pairs of arms waving out the windows. 
We waited outside for about 45 minutes. Although usually this makes me 
crazy I enjoyed finding out all the day to day details that I miss when we're 
38 
focused on steps and technique and bread pudding. By the time Shirley bustled up 
to us with all her bags I felt optimistic about the company, the performance, and 
the day. Shirley, on the other hand, was not pleased. Apparently, we had much less 
time than originally quoted, not enough, in fact, to perform the dance in its 
entirety, and both Terry and Shirley spent considerable amounts of time hashing 
over the details with the coordinator. 
Everything about this performance was different; strange location, firm 
boundary between dancers and audience, not to mention an audience of mostly 
middle-schoolers, and a strict time limit. Also Shirley asked me to translate 
"Yemaja" so that one of the younger students could sing it in Spanish since that 
was the dominant language in the school. We accomplished that relatively simple 
task a couple of weeks before but the song was hard for her and she performed an 
interesting synthesis between pop music and Brazilian chanting in a completely 
different key than the one in which I usually sing the song. 
All of this is simple and petty unless you add the fact that she went first and 
I spent a good amount of time backstage trying to fabricate a way to make the 
songs sound related. Surprisingly, the students didn't seem to mind that my voice 
was a bit serpentine and the tune hard to follow. Otherwise, the dancing went well 
and we all stood around the comers of the curtain looking out at the performance. 
It felt like the behavior of passengers in a car who feel compelled to look at the 
road even though they aren't driving. 
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Watching Shirley shake her head at the coordinator and mutter about how 
she would never do this again, I asked Sara why she agreed to it at all? "It's 
something to do with her grant. She has to do a certain amount of school 
performances." I realized, again, how little I knew about the business of Martin 
Dancers. I paid my discounted fee for classes and wondered for the first time if 
there was rent for the Art Center and how much it cost and how the company 
stayed afloat. For the rest of the summer these questions sat with me like ghosts. 
Every time I thought I understood I'd find that I didn't know a thing. 
Robin told me once that they once had an amazing dancer who used to fight 
with Terry constantly. At that time, Martin Dancers was invited to perform at the 
House of Blues. I pushed for more, "What happened? How did it go? Does she still 
take Martin Dancers there?" But answers were always oblique. 
"I'm not sure. You know how she gets about performances here, maybe it's 
better on a smaller scale." And that was all she offered. I remembered a story told 
to me by my best friend and her mother about the Pie Lady of Memphis. I don't 
know her name except for this one because her pies were famous all over the area. 
Apparently, Northwest airlines had been interested in her pies for some time but 
she couldn't find the help and was afraid to buy a bigger shop. My friend's mother 
shook her head, "And do you know, Jennifer, that she's got all her relatives always 
asking her for money and not helping out and now she's got a major company that 
wants to buy her pies and pay her all this money and she's afraid to try. It's like 
she doesn't want the success." 
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Is there some relevance, here? Is it better to give lessons to the community to 
shock, bewilder, and please the greater Hollywood area than pour yourself into 
someone else's pocket to be forgotten like so many others? The money might be 
welcome, it's true, but what about Terry, Moneesha, Maria, and Sara with her new 
baby? What about all those people who come to the shows and have no idea of the 
caliber of dance they're about to see? It might seem crazy to say within the context 
of Los Angeles but it's nice to prove that art can be worthwhile even when not 
attached to a patented name. 
I regret that I was never able to ask Shirley how she felt about the group's 
direction. Where does she want it to go? What does she consider her greatest 
achievements and disappointments? But I have a feeling that the answers to such 
straightforward questions might reap much less than those passing kernels of 
information dropped down to me through time and experience. I would have been 
asking questions like a stranger without earning their responses, something 
frowned upon at the Lankershim Arts Center. 
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INITIATION RITES 
Ideally, one will be in a situation where it is 
possible to learn dances and dance style. Actually learning the 
dances is very important and it should be attempted if at all 
practical in a particular field situation. First, by learning the dances 
well one can record them more easily and accurately at one's own 
pace. Second, by being criticized, one develops a sense of what is 
important enough in the local style to be liked or disliked. Third, 
the questions arise which are often not appropriate at dance events 
themselves. 4 
My first day at Martin dancers did not coincide with my initiation nor 
did the day after or the day after that. No one crept up behind me one Sunday 
morning to dump ice water on my head or tell me there was a pool on the roof. My 
initiation was long and steep and evolved gradually throughout the summer 
climaxing not on a day of performance but on an ordinary class day. 
The class began predictably enough. We began with plies and 
stretching followed by battements and leg lifts and lined up automatically to cross 
the floor with short combinations. Terri and Moneesha assume the front line and I 
grabbed some space by the wall near the back. I think I might have actually been 
last in line that morning. Andre and Roosevelt began to play and we crossed a 
couple of times when Shirley stopped the proceedings. 
4 Royce, Anya Peterson. The Anthropolo~y of Dance. (Indiana University Press: Bloomington, 1977)p.52. 
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"Miss Jennifer," she called out and pointed to the head of the line, "go 
ahead." I looked so surprised that everyone tittered nervously and I meandered up 
the front to take a position that I usually avoided with cunning, artifice, or plain 
refusal. The leader of the line was responsible for interpreting and executing 
Shirley's commands for movement while the rest of the company following in 
suite. 
Jf ~ / 
' t ~ / t t ~ / (Drummers) ..-~ i t 
--
.---- ------. --...... 
Her rendition of the movement filters through the rest of the group and, ultimately, 
sets the tone for the quality of dancing. With a signal from Shirley as to what shape 
to take, I started across the floor. Now, over the course of the summer, I'd 
experienced my share of teasing. Some of the faces I make while trying to execute 
a hinge were a popular topic at one point as I remember but never quite like this. 
They laughed and called out and sometimes imitated. Admittedly, when I don't 
monitor myself especially when I'm nervous or self-conscious I tend to bounce 
aerobically. It did not go unnoticed. 
I was waiting for Shirley to give me the go ahead, standing near the 
drummers with Terry and Moneesha standing behind me. Terry started, "You need 
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a nickname, oh yeah, Jennifer's not right." Moneesha chimed in with a head nod, 
ready to give her own suggestions. Terry beat her to it, "Gidget." 
"Gidget?" I was horrified. The visions of Sally field and surfboards 
came to my mind, two things with which I do not identify. Everyone jumped in 
after her, imitating me on her tum across the floor. I stood there, jaw gaping, 
looking around me to see who could possibly defend me. "Hey?" I called out, "you 
really think I'm a Gidget?" 
After watching me cross again, Moneesha turned to Terry and said, 
"No, no, not Gidget." Ah. Trust Moneesha to stick up for me during hard times. 
She was the first person to talk to me in the group and tell me stories. I always 
liked her, I thought, now there's a comrade. As I was sainting her in my head, 
Moneesha walked over to me, slinging an arm over my shoulder, "Shaneequa. 
That's more like. You've seen that butt." 
What? What butt thing?" How long had they been planning this, 
anyway? 
Terry answered, "you know, you always put a little butter on it." I 
grumbled about butter on my next turn across the floor and Terry yelled from 
behind me, "See?" I presented my rear end to her in defiance. At this point, any 
pretense of maintaining our line format - one woman following the other with 
serious concentration and focused intent - collapsed. Even Shirley, my friend, my 
supporter, Shirley Martin, the composed, Shirley the dignified lost it for a moment. 
She tapped her bare feet with uncharacteristic glee, her layers of clothes moving in 
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a dance to counterpoint her own. She then composed herself, tucking in the edges 
of her head-scarf, and stopped the drummers. 
She motioned for me to take the front again. Shirley is the only dance 
teacher I've ever known who treats her dancers more like actors than skilled 
bodies. She gives you the shape, where she'd like it to go and you come up with 
innovation as the dance evolves. At this point, she told me to lead off with some 
jetes. I breathed a sigh of relief. I'm a jumper and given the opportunity I'll bounce 
my way to kingdom come. Jetes, however, were the warm up. 
Through a series of cryptic commands, she made it clear to me that 
she wanted an Irish jig. Experimenting with some rudimentary shapes, I 
collaborated to render a basic jig. Everyone followed behind asking, "What is 
that?" and working it out for themselves. Terry, on the other hand, stayed close by. 
She forced me to break down the step, slow it down, speed it up, and commit to a 
certain exactitude. "What is that from?" she asked me on the side. 
"I don't know, I just made it up, don't tell anybody." Laughing I heard 
her say to someone behind her, "she's funny." During that class I became a human 
being, a dancer, a jigger, and a Gidget, in other words, a whole person. I had the 
opportunity to save face for my audition and all the times when I looked like an 
alien trying to master what was, for everyone else, a basic. Showboating was not 
simply for attention or to make other people feel inferior but to be recognized as a 
dancer and thereby free yourself up to make mistakes without sacrificing your 
sense of pride. 
45 
Just recently I read in the biography of Lester Horton I mentioned 
earlier a description of his methods which sounded familiar and uncanny. Like 
Shirley Martin, "Horton would indicate where a sequence of movement should go 
and perhaps demonstrate a portion of what he wanted .... they [his dancers] would 
not only fulfill the sequence to his satisfaction but in time, through a combination 
of keen intuition and familiarity with his approach, they could embellish the 
movement so that it was a completed phrase."5Her search for the virtuosity in each 
dancer would lead her to new dances and dance forms. Had I remained in 
California I do not doubt that Celtic elements might have found their way into the 
choreography as did elements of Aztec dance - from Sara - Spanish, Brazilian, and 
even the occasional and brief references to ballet. Again, like Horton, Shirley has 
"a genius for drawing people out of themselves ... finding out what their talents 
were. The great thing about him was his openness - He had no formulas and no 
limitations. He seemed always to be asking, 'What are the possibilities?' 6 Shirley is 
not a choreographer to develop dances and then cast the pre-existing, set template 
with just the right people. The dancers is an extension of the choreographer, both 
the motivation and agent of the dance. 
5 Warren, Larry. Lester Horton: Modern Dance Pioneer. (New York: Marcel Dekker, Inc., 1977)p.63 
6 Warren. P. 231. 
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CONCLUSION 
Around six o'clock one Sunday evening In August I was sitting 
upstairs with my friend, Sarah, when my mother brought the phone upstairs. "It's 
for you," she said and covered the receiver with her hand, "I think it's Shirley." I 
took the phone from her and raised an eyebrow at Sarah. 
"Hello." 
"Hello, Jennifer, this is Shirley Martin." 
Hey there, how are you?" 
"I'm fine. How many languages do you speak?" 
"English and French, why?" 
"Oh, I just thought you might be able to sing something African or 
maybe in Portuguese for the performance on Sunday but. .. " 
"Oh, I'm sure I can rustle up a song by Sunday ... " 
"Can you have it ready Tuesday night?" I thought about this for a 
scant moment in which the fact that I had no particular song in mind raised a 
glimmer of concern. 
"Sure, I should be able to manage that." 
"All right, good, see you on Tuesday night." 
She hung up and I stared blankly at the portable for a minute or two. 
What had I done? It's one thing to strive to please your teacher and another thing 
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altogether to set yourself up against an impossible task. Where was I going to 
find ... 
Sarah threw her napkin at me from across the table. We raced down 
the stairs to the music rack and played everything I owned in a foreign language -
Zulu, French, Italian, and Portuguese - and paged through all my sheet music. We 
found nothing that could be learned quickly and sung simply without 
accompaniment or a chorus. Sarah and I looked at one another in silent agreement. 
We were going to have to make something up. 
Tuesday night rolled around and we were negotiating Beverly Glen 
road that passes through the hills from one valley to another. In hopes of 
inspiration we chanted and sang out the open windows of my '84 Volkswagon 
J etta trying to pretend that something would come to us before the intersection of 
Lankershim and Magnolia. Amazingly, I remembered a Zulu song taught to me in 
a voice and speech class at class at BU. I practiced it for Sarah and hoped against 
hope that it would meet Shirley's standards as I had no other option. 
I walked into rehearsal and Shirley immediately asked, "Did you 
bring your song?" I certainly did. I offered it to the group and, as there was no 
applause, I was surprised when Shirley said flatly, "Good, we'll open with that and 
tomorrow we'll give you some dancing to do with it." Just like that. Had I stayed 
in California, I would probably appear in many of the first few moments of each 
dance calling the dancers on. She knew what to do with me. 
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Other times I wondered what exactly Shirley sought from me. She 
would often put her arm around my shoulder and say, don't forget about us now. 
How could I? For the first time I was singing and dancing formally in a format 
other than the Broadway musical. I didn't have to obsess over body size and could 
spend my time with women who almost never apologized for their work, who 
managed both attitude and grace. You might as well ask a painter to forget the first 
painting she ever sold or a monk to forget his first vision. I thought of the summer 
as a foundation in self-reliance and belief not soon forgotten. 
But the world is a funny place. Just this past March, I finished 
showing an assignment to my choreography class and slumped back into my seat 
with disappointment. Later on I confessed to a fellow member of the class that I 
might have an oddball complex where every audience member I encounter will 
always watch me with a puzzled tilt to their head. "No," he responded 
automatically, "you think about your work too much. Never give an air of false 
humility as though you don't want to intimidate your audience. Just do and say and 
let the rest go. Stop apologizing." 
I had forgotten. Five months had passed and I forgot how to tough it 
out, how to pursue my ideas even under Terry's watchful eye, and how to be 
comfortable and pen no matter what the group setting. Shirley was right to remind 
me to remember. Everyday life conspires against it, urging me to cower, to 
apologize for thoughts, for my body, and its actions. Though Shirley ruled our 
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group, she continuously shared her choreography with us much like Horton used to 
with his company. 
James Truitte wrote of Lester Horton in June of 1973; 
I have seen him stop people in the middle of class and 
ask them, "Who are you? If you're you, don't try to 
dance lie him or her. Dance like yourself." He told us, 
"Your own personal individuality is your most priceless 
asset. When I want seventeen dancers on the stage, I 
want seventeen personalities."7 
For Shirley also the personality and commitment of each individual dancer was 
paramount to a tight performance. Although Terry strength informed much of the 
choreography, other dancers' skills surfaced and shaped the direction of dancing as 
well. I served as testimony to Shirley's respect and reverence for the human body, 
especially that of a strong female, that she built an atmosphere where dancers were 
comfortable advocating and exhibiting their own talents. 
As Rudi Gernrich says of Horton, Shirley also, "had a genius for 
drawing people out of themselves8 ••• finding out what their talents were. The great 
thing about him was his openness ... " There was never any written contract 
between the dancers and the company claiming the hold of one over the other. 
Performers were free to drift in and out at their discretion with the understanding 
hat they were always welcome. And Shirley never turned anyone way from class. 
Towards the end of the summer, the mother's of some of the children in the 
7 Warren, Larry. Lester Horton: Modem dance pioneer. (New York: Marcel Dekker, Inc., 1977)p.238. 
8 Warren. P.231. 
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Sunday morning class took the adult class with us. With their brightly patterned 
skirts and head wraps, they would struggle through the routines and laugh as Terry 
expertly guided them through. I tried to imagine American Ballet Theatre 
encouraging general folk or the parents of dancers to take classes. These instances 
gave the impression that we were dancers and human beings, skilled but never 
above or below anyone else whose skills might be sharper or dimmer. The idea of 
hidden talent runs strong. 
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